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Introduction
Twenty-One Bits of Glass, Historical  
Archaeology, and the Meaning of the West
Simply put, archaeologists are storytellers. It is our responsibility to communicate 
to as wide an audience as possible the results and significance of our findings.
James Deetz
In 2000 twenty-one broken bits of 130-year-old glass began a journey 
that would bring them international attention, providing a glimpse into 
the past and offering an opportunity to underscore the importance of 
historical archaeology. Reed James, a fourteen-year-old volunteer and 
the son of the author, retrieved the bottom of a bottle during the exca-
vation of Virginia City’s Boston Saloon, an African American establish-
ment operating at that location between 1866 and 1875. The colorless 
glass bore the imprint “Tabasco Pepper Sauce.”1
When the bottom of the bottle emerged from the ground, it made the 
dig crew laugh. No doubt the fragment had different meanings for the 
dusty workers, but it is safe to say that finding evidence of the spicy con-
diment in the remains of a Wild West drinking establishment seemed 
somehow out of place. And besides, in Nevada’s hot July sun, everyone 
was ready for a lighter moment. What no one understood at the time was 
that the artifact, buried since the early 1870s, had just taken a first step 
along a path where meaning would shift and new insights were possible.
The past has the power to enthrall people, and many find archaeol-
ogy to be particularly enticing. The ability to touch history makes the 
connection with a former time all the more real. For collectors the pe-
tite Tabasco Pepper Sauce bottle might be little more than a curiosity. 
For the archaeologists who have excavated in Nevada’s Virginia City Na-
tional Landmark District, artifacts like these have the power to serve as 
bridges to understand life in the nineteenth-century West. Too often, 
however, scientific analysis obscures the real strength of the discipline, 
Buy the Book
xvi Introduction
which is its ability to bring the past alive, to make objects speak with 
voices long since silenced. The shattered Tabasco bottle illustrates the 
many different ways that remnants of the past can shed new meaning 
on those who once used and then discarded the objects around them.
The Tabasco Pepper Sauce bottle underscores the fact that not all dis-
coveries are understood clearly in the field. Kelly Dixon, then a gradu-
ate student, supervised archaeologists and volunteers as they spent over 
two years cleaning, cataloging, and analyzing the roughly thirty thou-
sand artifacts from the Boston Saloon. It was not until the end of this 
process that one of her lab workers, Dan Urriola, realized that Reed had 
retrieved enough of the bottle for it to be reassembled. Bottle diggers 
would have discarded the twenty-one fragments in their rush to find in-
tact treasure. It was good fortune that archaeologists had collected the 
artifacts, or there would have been no story to tell.
Urriola had successfully completed dozens of these intricate if not 
maddening three-dimensional puzzles, but the small bits of glass repre-
sented a particular problem. The veteran volunteer is quick to point out 
1. Stars on the embossed bottom of the Tabasco Pepper Sauce bottle identified the im-
print as the oldest known to the company. Drawing by the author.
Buy the Book
xviiIntroduction
that pottery shards will “lock in place” when the joint is right, but glass 
fragments slide along the break, which makes gluing more of a chal-
lenge. Also the size of the finished project—roughly five inches tall—
meant that the twenty-one pieces were small and delicate. Nevertheless, 
Urriola persevered, and it was finally possible to gaze at a Tabasco bottle 
from the early 1870s. Additional research was needed, however, to un-
derstand the significance of the object.
As a first step it is important for archaeologists to determine the age 
of an artifact. Fortunately, several scholars working in the fields of ar-
2. Volunteer Dan Urriola reassembled the Tabasco Pepper Sauce bottle  
from shattered remnants. Photograph by the author.
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chaeology and history have invested considerable time documenting the 
development of the Tabasco Pepper Sauce Company and the evolution 
of its bottles. Edmund McIlhenny started selling his remarkable pepper 
sauce in 1868, after he founded the Louisiana business that remains in 
the family to this day.
In 2000 and 2001 archaeologists excavated the company’s yard on 
Avery Island. With the help of historians, they created a sequence of 
bottles, with approximate dates for changes in form. Initially McIlhenny 
sold his product in plain cologne bottles with long necks and thin lips. 
Sometime in the late 1860s or early 1870s, he began producing his own 
bottles with the name of his company embossed on their bottoms. The 
oldest known form of imprint included two six-pointed stars, a fea-
ture soon discarded, perhaps because they made the bottle rock slightly 
when standing on a flat surface.2
Another peculiarity of these early containers was their sharp shoul-
ders. Historians have concluded that this caused breakage during ship-
ment. Within a few years McIlhenny changed his bottle to reduce dam-
age in transit, giving it the round-shoulder profile well known today. 
The oldest bottle with the Tabasco Pepper Sauce imprint in the compa-
ny’s collection has a thick lip, apparently designed to hold a spout to al-
low the potent sauce to drizzle rather than pour: it is well known that a 
little Tabasco goes a long way.
The Virginia City discovery, however, had a thin lip similar to McIl-
henny’s original cologne bottles. The artifact from the Boston Saloon 
site subsequently gained the title “one of a kind,” and it seemed to rep-
resent a missing link in the transition from the earliest generic bottles 
to those with the company’s imprint. What had been a source of amuse-
ment in the field was now a noteworthy curiosity.
Significance can be a tricky thing to define and understand. The instant 
the bottle claimed the title of “world’s oldest bottle with a Tabasco Pep-
per Sauce imprint,” archaeologists considered it with new respect, but 
insights must yield more than the dating of an artifact. In this case it 
would be a challenge: archaeologists have a hard time attaching mean-
ing to a single object.
Consider, for example, the thousands of spent cartridges that 
emerged from the Virginia City site of O’Brien and Costello’s Shooting 
Gallery and Saloon dating to the 1870s and 1880s and operating sever-
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al blocks from the Boston Saloon. The evidence of gunplay was clearly 
part of the business’s story, and the artifacts provide an opportunity to 
understand the types of weapons used as well as the popularity of this 
institution, which encouraged drinking and the firing of pistols in a 
crowded place. A single spent bullet found at the Hibernia Brewery and 
Saloon—only one hundred yards away—is harder to understand. It is 
tempting to imagine it tumbling to the ground after some Hollywood-
style shootout, but perhaps it merely fell from someone’s pocket as he 
searched for two bits—twenty-five cents—to pay for a cigar and a beer. 
A single, isolated object can be intriguing, but it too often cannot speak 
to its own meaning.3
A cache of Tabasco Pepper Sauce bottles would have indicated the 
importation of the product to Virginia City just as the mining camp 
gained international recognition. The company’s records do not ad-
dress the early export of its new condiment to the West, so such a dis-
covery would have added significantly to its own corporate history. But 
there are many ways a single bottle could have ended up broken in the 
trash pit behind a western African American saloon in the early 1870s. 
The most likely scenario is that someone carried the bottle from Louisi-
ana to Virginia City.
After the Civil War many people, including southern African Ameri-
cans, sought western opportunities. Perhaps a former slave exchanged 
the bottle for a meal and a beer. Maybe a businessman brought a num-
ber of the bottles, together with other products, which he was selling to 
restaurants and saloons. Although the records of the Tabasco Pepper 
Sauce Company are silent about western exports during the period, an 
individual peddler could have acted on his own to bring the culinary in-
novation to the Comstock Mining District.4 The answer to these ques-
tions will probably remain elusive. Our fascination with the past often 
thrives most at the edge of the abyss. We stand on the solid ground of 
facts and peer into the shadows where motivations, thoughts, and at-
titudes are ill-defined, and imagination soars. Too often it is only pos-
sible to speculate.
There is, however, some significance in the single Tabasco Pepper 
Sauce bottle that warrants consideration. The recovery of an isolated 
spent pistol cartridge is not surprising. They are ubiquitous. Evidence 
of the presence of Tabasco in a remote, early-1870s mining town—even 
in the form of a single bottle—is noteworthy. Today finding a twentieth-
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century Tabasco bottle discarded on a beach in Tahiti would mean lit-
tle. Finding one on the moon would demand attention. That the newly 
invented Tabasco Pepper Sauce made it to the recently created state of 
Nevada, 2,200 miles from Avery Island, Louisiana, speaks both to the 
emerging enthusiasm for the product and to the fact that the world was 
becoming a small place.
By 1868 Virginia City was a bustling, cosmopolitan community. It 
was an international model of how to build a mining town in a remote 
location that was nevertheless tied to the global marketplace. Connec-
tions with the rest of the world allowed local merchants to acquire any-
thing its residents might desire. The transcontinental railroad—com-
pleted the same year that McIlhenny founded his Tabasco Pepper Sauce 
Company—had an explosive effect on commerce as products could be 
shipped long distances in a cost-effective way. The remote mining dis-
trict became even closer to far-flung places.
In the 1870 census Nevada had more foreign-born residents per cap-
ita than any other state, and Virginia City was by far its largest commu-
nity. The mining town was international, wealthy, and growing, pos-
sessing a voracious appetite for everything the world’s marketplace had 
to offer. With that perspective in mind, it is not too surprising to find 
evidence of the innovative pepper sauce in the trash pit of a saloon. As-
tonishing or not, the bottle can be considered an expression of a grow-
ing network of commercial ties and an indication of how Virginia City 
residents relished the new and exciting while demanding products from 
everywhere.5
That having been said, the story need not end there. Fortunately, the 
science of archaeology can tease even more insight from artifacts. The 
Boston Saloon had several large ceramic pots that were eventually shat-
tered and ended up as trash. One of the fragments of a lid was splattered 
with red stains. In the field Dixon and the other archaeologists thought 
it might be blood, and they imagined situations from the violent to the 
mundane to explain its presence. Eager to extract dna that might re-
veal information about the person associated with the possible blood-
stain, Dixon sent the artifact to a lab. It was quickly clear that the stain 
was not, in fact, blood. Meaning given by imagination can evaporate in 
a flash.
Analysis revealed that the red blotches were the remnants of a meal. 
Traces of amino acids and capsaicin indicate the presence of a cayenne-
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based marinade used with meat. Again, meaning can be elusive, danc-
ing on the line between knowledge and speculation. It is easy to imag-
ine that this was a remnant of the cayenne-based Tabasco Pepper Sauce, 
but the stain does not allow for that leap. At least on some level it does 
not matter whether a bit of marinade can be tied to the bottle. It is suf-
ficient to know that the kitchen at the African American business used 
this type of flavoring to prepare meals.6
Acquiring insights from broken bits of past lives is difficult and can eas-
ily be taken too far, but our yearning to understand people from another 
century demands that we search—or even speculate—about meaning 
on a fundamental level. What was it like to live in a former time? What 
universal conditions are shared by virtue of the common link of human-
ity? What differences would shock us because, even though we are re-
moved by only a handful of generations, cultures change and common 
ground erodes with time?
The little Tabasco Pepper Sauce bottle gained international cover-
age on television and in newspapers. The condiment is, after all, a very 
popular product. Millions had the chance to imagine what the artifact 
meant. The fact that people today could share enthusiasm for the sauce 
with customers in an African American saloon of the Wild West offered 
a connection with former lives. The title of “oldest” and the popularity 
of the name “Tabasco” inspired headlines, but a shared desire to con-
nect with the past was the elusive factor that carried the story around 
the world.
One aspect of the bottle and the meaning many likely ascribed to it 
hinged on the pepper sauce’s current popularity and the fact that “Ta-
basco” is a household name. Ironically, this is something the twenty-
first century does not share with the past. McIlhenny’s sauce was still 
an emerging, largely unknown innovation in the early 1870s, when cus-
tomers at the Boston Saloon consumed it. Most people who heard about 
the news in 2003 probably did not understand this.
Ultimately, it is not possible to define the way that the international 
array of twenty-first-century people perceived the bottle as they consid-
ered it for a few minutes. The transience of the moment and the dif-
ferent shades of ascribed significance are an unfathomable part of our 
common human inheritance. If we cannot really understand meaning 
today, understanding its counterpart in past times threatens to be hope-
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less speculation. But that obstacle does not prevent us from engaging 
in the effort, from imagining how long-gone people considered them-
selves and the things around them. After we acknowledge the limits we 
confront when dealing with artifacts, there is a simple truth that must 
be acknowledged: archaeology is a powerful tool that brings life to 
complex past societies. Speculation is a potent tool that helps create en-
thusiasm and attract adherents and financial support.
Each of the thousands of artifacts that Dixon uncovered at the Boston 
Saloon site has a story to tell, although not all can speak with the pow-
er of the diminutive Tabasco Pepper Sauce bottle. Archaeologists who 
undertake the enormous effort to retrieve these remnants from excava-
tions have an obligation to draw insights from every fragment of glass 
and rusted metal. The reaction to the news about the Tabasco bottle 
speaks loudly in its own right: people love to learn about the past and 
visualize its dimensions; they want to know what archaeologists have 
discovered and to understand what it means. The possibilities are only 
limited by imagination. If an archaeologist fails to hold an artifact up 
to the light, turn it in every possible way, and then reveal insights to the 
public, an opportunity is lost, because every headline seized and every 
excavation celebrated in the popular imagination strengthens the entire 
profession.
Buy the Book
Virginia City
Buy the Book
People regarded Virginia City as part of the Pacific Coast, located as it was within  
miles of the Sierra Nevada, but the community was remote enough to present  
many logistic challenges. Map by the author.
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